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摘要  
  
一项针对中国留学生在国外所承受的压力水平是否与其对英语
能力的自我测评以及英语测试成绩有关的在线调查在 361 位受访者
身上展开。  
调查显示，对英语能力的自我评价与对压力水平的主观测量呈
负相关(克伦巴赫 α> 0.85)——对自身英语水平更为自信的受访者承
受更低的压力  
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Abstract:  
 
An online survey with 361 respondents sought to determine whether self-reported measures 
of English confidence as well as English language test scores were associated with reported 
stress levels experienced while studying abroad.  The results were found to be negatively 
linearly related, with greater English confidence being associated with lower reported stress.  
Further analyses indicated that the relationship between subjective English ability and stress 
was mediated by its relationship with social interaction with friends native to the country of 
residence, and a final multiple mediator model supported the conclusion that test scores 
predict greater English confidence, which in turn predicts greater social engagement with 
natives, which in turn is associated with lower stress.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
Since the 1978 economics reforms, China has become the world’s fastest growing 
economy. As the average Chinese has become increasingly wealthy, many have opted to go 
abroad for further studies. In fact, over the last two decades there has been a massive increase in 
the amount of Chinese students studying in foreign countries. In 2012, international Chinese 
undergraduates increased by 31% compared to the previous year and spent $5.7 billion in the US 
alone (Yin 2013). In the 2014-2015 school year, it was reported that they spent an estimated $9.8 
billion in tuition and fees. At the local level, the impact is even more pronounced, with Iowa City 
alone reporting that Chinese students contribute $100 million to the local economy 
(AllenEbrahimian 2015).  
Therefore it is incumbent upon policy makers, school administrators, and economists to 
analyze and understand the basic underpinnings of this growing and substantial economy. This 
paper seeks to explore one such aspect: Acculturation and the corresponding acculturative stress 
that Chinese international students experience. Through a better understanding of the forces that 
negatively impact potential international Chinese students and possible coping and adaptive 
strategies, the market can be strengthened in a way that is more enticing to future students.  
1.2 Research Questions and Hypothesis 
 
This paper was conceived with three main questions and hypothesis:  
1. What is the relationship between English level and acculturative stress?   
Hypothesis – English ability will be negatively correlated with acculturative stress.   
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2. Are meaningful social interactions with native students a predictor of acculturative 
stress?   
Hypothesis – Meaningful social interactions will be predictive of less acculturative 
stress.   
  
3. Are there significant differences among countries?   
Hypothesis – Some countries will be less stressful for international students than 
others  
Additionally, there was a secondary hypothesis included:   
1. Are sexual encounters predictive of acculturative stress?   
Hypothesis – Experiencing sexual relationships while abroad will be associated with 
lower acculturative lower stress levels.   
 
1.3 Acculturation 
The concept of acculturation emerged academically within the context of increasing 
contact between disparate cultures and the rise of ethnically pluralist societies. The discipline 
sought to explain how ethnically different people interacted and, more importantly, coexisted 
within a pluralist society. Globalization has complicated and confounded traditional relationships, 
thus spurring an ever expanding politically and economically connected world. That is to say, 
waves of new immigrants – whether for economic or political reasons (such as refugees) – has 
created substantial multi-ethnic groups in most countries.   
As a result, those who come to the new country, or rather, those who enter into the 
dominant group, employ acculturation strategies in order to adapt. Adaptive strategies are 
basically divided in 4 possibilities according to Berry (2003), who was a pioneer in the field of 
acculturation and acculturative stress. The four strategies are assimilation, integration, 
marginalization, and separation.   
Immigrants, exchange students, or sojourners who pursue an assimilation strategy do not 
wish to maintain their cultural identity. Instead they deliberately pursue interaction and 
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relationships with the dominant culture. In contrast, separation strategy calls for avoiding 
interaction with the dominant culture and instead maintaining their own original cultural identity. 
Integration strategy is a balanced approach is adopted when there in interest in both maintaining 
one’s culture while also pursing daily interactions with the dominant culture. Thus while cultural 
integrity is maintained, there is a deliberate attempt to become an integral element of the larger 
social network. This strategy manifests in various forms and can most evidently be seen in 
linguistic contexts of switching between languages throughout daily interactions. This strategy is 
seen often among Chinese international students in that their academic life is largely conducted 
in English while that of their social interactions are still very much in Chinese. Finally, 
marginalization occurs when there is basically little to no chance of achieving or interest in 
ethno-cultural maintenance with little interest in having relations with others (for example, 
through experiences of discrimination or exclusion). Marginalization generally is a result of 
psychological problems such as family abuse, academic/work problems. Previous research has 
shown that marginalization strategy is not particularly common among immigrants or exchange 
students (Lopez, Bui 2014).  
Chinese international students come from a culture that generally emphasizes community 
and puts strong emphasis of collectivist cultural values. Chinese culture in particular stresses the 
importance of cultural maintenance and admiration for cultural heritage. This, coupled with prior 
research that showed that international students find assimilation strategy less attractive if they 
have a distinct appearance from that of the dominant group, suggests that Chinese students are 
more likely to pursue integration or separation strategies for acculturation (Lopez, Bui 2014).   
1.4 Acculturative Stress and Chinese International Students –A Literature Review 
Research in this this area is not without precedent. Rosemary Eustace (2007) divided the 
survey in a similar, though not identical, structure. Building on Berry’s research, she also 
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included the most prominent factors of acculturative stress including language barriers, racial 
discrimination, alienation, homesickness, perceived hatred, and guilt/fear (Eustace 2007). This is 
consistent with the often used Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students created by 
Sandhu and Asarabadi (1994).   
She, like others (Zhang 2012), approached the subject from a psychological perspective 
and as such measured the impact that social services and support offered within educational 
institutions have on acculturative stress. Eustace found that there is a positive relationship 
between the levels of difficulty of the acculturative stressors and that of increased acculturative 
stress (Eustace 2007). She also found that perceived overall social support mitigates total 
acculturative stress. These two discoveries helped inform the foundation of the current thesis. 
While the current thesis did not explicitly include institutional support as a mitigating factor on 
stress, it did assess whether there was a significant relationship between friendship networks and 
that of total perceived stress.   
Yue Zhang, similarly, sought out to explore the relationship between depression, 
perceived social support, and acculturative stress among Chinese international students studying 
within the United States. Like others, she constructed her research around the Berry’s theoretical 
conception of the acculturation model. She found (as this thesis confirmed as well) that many of 
the hypothesized background variables ultimately did not have a significant effect on stress. For 
example, she had hypothesized that female international students would be more likely to 
experience acculturative stress than males. This was not supported, nor was it in the current 
thesis. Similarly, length of stay also did not have a significant impact of stress levels in neither  
Zhang’s study nor the current thesis. However, like the current thesis, it was found that TOEFL 
scores are negatively correlated with stress levels. Similarly, she found that perceived social 
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support moderates the relationship between acculturative stress and depression. While the current 
thesis did not investigate the relationship between acculturative stress with self-reported 
depression, as stated above, it again did show that friendship networks were important (Zhang 
2012).  
Chapter 2: The Survey 
2.1 Factors that contribute to Acculturative Stress / Survey Questions 
 
During the acculturative process and the subsequent strategies which are pursued, the 
sojourner or migrant will likely experience various forms of acculturative stress that is related to 
relocating into the dominant cultural structure.  There are a variety of factors that can contribute 
to acculturative stress; however, many are not especially relevant to Chinese exchange students.  
Nevertheless, a brief overview of the primary influencers will be provided.   
2.2 Pre-migration / Migration factors 
 
Pre-migration factors usually occur when the sojourner’s country of origin is in the midst 
of political or economic turmoil. Thus they often migrate, as the destination country offers better 
economic opportunities or more political stability. In this situation, the sojourner may enter the 
destination country with little financial support, which impacts their acculturative strategies. 
Similarly, migration factors may include migration trauma – this includes the obstacles and 
pressures experienced during the actual migration process (often seen in refugees); pattern of 
arrivals – this is the interfamilial stress that occurs through the breaking up of the family 
structure as most migrants arrive in units rather than together intact; and finally, documentation 
status is a key source of acculturative stress as many migrants either arrive with ambiguous legal 
status or that of being completely undocumented (Acculturative Stress 2017).  
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Much of these factors are not relevant to the Chinese student experience and as such were 
not investigated. Most Chinese students pursue further study in the context of privilege. They are 
not fleeing a warzone nor an area that is plagued with economic hardship. Similarly, their family 
generally is not part of the sojourner process and thus the stress that stems from family 
separation is more attributed to homesickness rather than uncertainly and fear for familial status. 
Likewise, virtually all Chinese exchange students enter the destination country with 
unambiguous legal status – although post-graduation desire to remain in destination country can 
produce stress when access to long-term visas are perceived as unattainable.   
2.3 The Tested Questions 
 
What was instead explored for Chinese international students was inspired by the 
acculturative stress scale which was developed by Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994), though many 
questions administered here were tailored for Chinese students.  Questions were presented as a 
15 Likert scale with 28 questions; the sum total represented aggregate stress. The questions were 
divided into subsections – although respondents were likely unware.   
The subsections included homesickness (Tartakovsky 2007; 2010), perceived 
discrimination (Torres, Driscoll, Voell 2013), rejection (Zhang 2012), deprivation of 
opportunities (Berry 1997), sense of alienation or isolation  (Sirin, Ryce, Sirin 2014), Value 
Conflicts (Warren 2013), Guilt (Zhang 2012), and Safety and Fear (Zhang 2012).    
  
2.3.1 Homesickness 
Homesickness is the distress caused from being separated from ones family, friends, or 
home country. When measuring homesickness, it is the extent that one has preoccupying 
thoughts of home or related objects (Thumber, Walton 2007). Homesickness has been shown to 
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be one of the most significant negative experiences that international students go through. Indeed, 
most international students feel a discomfort when first beginning their international program 
and will often pinpoint a critical event in which they feel frustrated or disoriented and wished 
that they could return to a familiar context (Hannigan 2005). Terence P. Hannigan suggests that 
the most salient variable contributing to homesickness is that of language ability. Although 
isolation and homesickness are not strictly related as there are cases of students having well 
developed social networks and still experiencing homesickness, research has shown that those at 
high risk tend to have weaker grasp of the language of instruction. Hannigan writes  
“without knowledge of the host country language, there is a strong likelihood that the student 
sojourner will experience homesickness since the host culture will appear to be particularly 
foreign”. He goes on to say, “…the lack of the host language locks international students out of 
many interactions, infantilizes them and sets the stage for homesickness” (Hannigan 2005).   
Questions given regarding homesickness were as follows:  
  
1. I often miss China / 我常常想念中国  
2. I often miss my friends / relatives back in China / 我想念我在祖国的亲朋好友  
3. I feel sad living in unfamiliar places/ 在陌生的环境生活使我感到难过  
4. I don't like this countries food. / 我吃不惯这里的食物  
5. I would really not want to live here permanently /   我十分不愿意在此地永久居留  
  
2.3.2 Perceived Discrimination / Rejection 
Racial and cultural discrimination has been linked to higher levels of acculturative stress 
and psychological distress (Chung, Epstein). In fact, there is a large amount of literature that 
connects perceived discrimination to acculturative stress among many racial groups. There has 
been evidence of psychological distress (Torres, Driscoll), vulnerability to suicide (Gomez, 
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Polanco 2011) and even poor physical health (Finch, Hummer, Kol 2001). As such, seven 
questions related to discrimination and two related to deprivation of opportunities were included 
in the survey.   
1. I feel that Chinese are discriminated against here / 我感觉中国人在这里受到歧视  
2. I am treated differently because I am Chinese / 我会因为我的中国国籍而被区别对
待  
3. Others are biased against Chinese Students / 大家会歧视中国学生  
4. People here are sarcastic towards my culture / 人们会对我的文化冷嘲热讽  
5. I feel angry that Chinese are considered inferior here / 我为中国人在这里被看不起
而感到愤怒  
6. I feel low because of my cultural background / 我会因为自己的文化背景而感到自
卑  
7. I feel that my status in this society is low due to my cultural background / 我认为自
己在这个社会的低地位须归因于我的文化背景  
Deprivation of Opportunities   
1. I feel that many opportunities are denied me / 有许多机会我无法得到  
2. People here are not romantically available to me / 我感到很难与这里的人开始一段
亲密关系／恋爱关系  
 
2.3.3 Sense of alienation or isolation or shallowness 
There is a link between acculturation and alienation among immigrants and student 
sojourners. One particular study found the connection related to immigrant community 
neighborhood and their social ties with the dominant culture. (Miller, Birman, Zennk, Wang, 
Sorokin, Connor 2009) These set of questions set out to measure the extent to that students feel 
isolated or alienated.   
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Furthermore, there is a prevailing sentiment of among many Chinese that interactions 
among native students are either more shallow or that some cultural barrier present weakens the 
interaction. Wen Li Yuan found in his qualitative interviews of several Chinese students abroad 
that this was common. One subject said “I feel intimidated on some occasions, and I cannot 
behave as comfortably as I did in China. I can ask Chinese people questions without hesitation, 
but I always feel hesitant to ask Americans questions or say hello to them” and that “it is easier 
to know a Chinese than an American because we share similar backgrounds. When I was with  
Americans, it seemed that we knew each other well, but I really didn’t know much about them.  
They were polite, but I didn’t know what they were really thinking” (Yuan 2011).  
1. I feel that some people dont associate with me because I am Chinese/ 我感到有些人
会因为我的中国国籍而排斥与我相处  
2. I feel invisible to natives here /  我感觉这里的人把我当空气  
3. I feel people in this country are much colder than in China / 我感觉这个国家的人相
较于中国人更冷漠  
4. I feel like the professors at my school don't like having me in their class/ 我的老师和
教授不希望我出现在他们的课堂里  
5. In group work, native students don't really like me or want me in their group/ 在小组
活动中，本国人不喜欢与我成组合作  
6. Friendships in this country are more superficial / 在这里人与人间的友谊不比中国
人的深厚  
7. I often feel lonely / 我常常感到孤单  
8. I don't feel a sense of belonging here.  我在这里并没有归属感  
  
2.3.4 Value Conflicts 
Value conflicts are a substantial impediment to the acculturative process. The most 
obvious examples occur when migrants or sojourners immigrate to a cultural context that 
contains fundamentally different values. This is mostly clearly observed when the two countries 
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